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The Boston Folk Festival is the perfect swan song for the summer festival season. Each of the major regional festivals has its own personality: Newport for the biggest folk-pop stars, Lowell for the wellsprings of tradition, New Bedford Summerfest for its mix of contemporary and traditional. The Boston Folk Festival is a smart sprinkling of all that. 

The event is produced by UMass-Boston's WUMB (91.9-FM), the only full-time folk station in the country, and it wears the same free-ranging personality as the station, with its active playlist of about 12,000 songs. 

"It's not a songwriter festival, not a bluegrass, blues, world beat, or Celtic festival," said WUMB music director Marilyn Rea Beyer. "These things can all be called folk music today, and we want to match them all together a little." This Saturday and Sunday, the festival welcomes Irish music giants Altan and the thoroughly modern Eddie from Ohio; R&B pioneers the Holmes Brothers and fast-rising songwriting duo Dave Carter and Tracy Grammer; New Orleans boogie-woogie queen Marcia Ball and the hip young string band Rani Arbo and daisy mayhem. 

Also among the 40-plus acts are Irish singers Aoife Clancy and Freddie White, world beat artists Spirit of Africa, the Laura Love Duo, bluegrass aces Tim O'Brien and Darrell Scott, rootsy singers Rosie Flores and Jimmy LeFave, and local stars Livingston Taylor, Bill Morrissey, Chris Smither, Vance Gilbert, Brooks Williams, and Bob Franke. 

Los Angeles songwriter Claudia Russell is making a return trip to the Boston Folk Festival. Last year, she was named WUMB's New Artist of the Year, which gave her career a big boost, she said. 

"WUMB is so well-known and respected around the country," she said. "It's a very exciting but casual urban festival. My first thought when I started singing was, `Oh, what an incredible sound system,' and my second thought was, `Oh look, everybody's smiling.' " The festival takes place at UMass/Boston on eight stages, some outdoors, others in small auditoriums. 

"It's set up like a village," Beyer said. "We want to encourage people to browse and discover new things." 

"Last year, I was so daunted I spent most of my time in the bathroom doing yoga, trying to be calm," Russell said. "Now I know how friendly it is, that people aren't coming to decide who gets voted off the island, but to have fun." 

The fest features nonstop folk dancing and family performances, as well as 45-minute musical cruises of Boston Harbor. Food vendors offer hot dogs, chowder, and vegetarian and international fare. 
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Livingston Taylor performs Sunday on the main stage.
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