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Something's fangtastically wrong in Emmyland�BY CONNIE OGLE�


Say it loud, once more, with feeling: Buffy was robbed.


Oh, I know. Who cares, really, about the Emmy Awards? The same shows always seem to be nominated; seems like the same ones win. And Russell Crowe is never going to attend the ceremonies and glower threateningly, so why even watch?


Still, when people in the industry choose the best of TV, you'd think they'd at least spare a couple of real nominations for the single best show of the year. Especially this time, when voters boldly stopped going through the motions and favored innovative newcomers such as Six Feet Under, 24 and The Shield instead of merely dredging up ER and Dennis Franz (no disrespect to Dennis. Loved him in the Goodbye Earl video).


HEARTBREAKER 


And yet the most astonishing, entertaining hour (hour plus, actually) of TV in the past year slips by virtually unnoticed. Nothing here is real; nothing here is right. Buffy the Vampire Slayer's musical episode, Once More, With Feeling, registers a paltry outstanding music direction nomination. Nice for the musical directors. A stake through the aspirations of writer/director Joss Whedon, the beating creative heart of Buffy, the only TV writer brave and clever enough to use horror as one great big wonderful metaphor for growing up.


Whedon, who learned to read music and play the piano just so he could write a musical episode, has been snubbed before. This year UPN tried to help. The network sent out DVDs of Once More, With Feeling to Variety subscribers (you can now find 'em on eBay for upward of $100). Didn't help. In a weird twist Whedon was left off the ballot; he was supposed to be a selection in the dramatic writing category. The Academy of Television Arts and Sciences assured everyone they sent out supplemental ballots immediately. Sorry, we forgot. And the check's in the mail, too.


TALENT APLENTY 


Buffy could have been nominated in other categories. Jennifer Garner from new series Alias instead of Sarah Michelle Gellar as best actress? After six years of being Buffy, Gellar keeps getting better. And the supporting actor category surely could have spared one of The West Wing's four spots to Buffy's sparring partner James Marsters, who as the vampire Spike has become the glue that holds the show together.


But Once More, With Feeling is something special. It's not just an episode with cool tunes. The plot sandwiches nicely in the middle of Buffy's sixth season. Everything that happened in the season led up to it; everything that happened afterward stemmed from it. Buffy slays vamps while she sings (speaking of brave, Gellar deserves a nomination just for having the guts to sing her own part). Spike rocks out on top of a coffin. The songs are better and far more clever than most of the ones you'll hear on Broadway these days.


And yet these Emmy boneheads don't even bother to nominate this genre-rattling episode in the music and lyrics category, although Family Guy, The Simpsons and Judging Amy somehow made the cut. Something is terribly wrong here.


I've got a theory: that title is what's standing in the way of Buffy Emmys. Emmy voters think ''teen show'' and pencil in the more grown-up The West Wing. There's also the whole problem of whether Buffy is a comedy or a drama. It's both; it defies easy classification and rewards longtime, passionate viewing in a way no other series does and thus earns rabid devotion in return (if you think I'm mad, you oughta see the outrage on the Buffy bulletin boards).


SOMETHING SPECIAL 


Look, Sex and the City is hilarious, and Michael Chiklis kicks serious butt on The Shield. But Once More, With Feeling is TV of a different sort, something that comes along once in a lifetime and should not be buried but celebrated and rewarded.


Whedon and Co. are taking the high road, probably parroting Buffy's lines: ''It's all right if some things come out wrong/we'll sing a happy song, and you can sing along.'' But Buffy fans don't have to be so well mannered. We can take out our metaphorical crossbows and fire at will on minds too narrow to see beyond a playful title. Until Whedon gets recognition for his genius, we will not rest in peace.





