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''IN France, comedy is what we call 'une maladie du regard,' an outlook dooming you to see what is ridiculous in life,'' said the writer-director Francis Veber. 

In Mr. Veber's case, comedy has proved to be a malady worth having. In France, he is like a one-man comedy industry: among the classic hits that he has created are ''La Cage Aux Folles,'' ''Les Comperes,'' and ''The Tall Blond Man With One Black Shoe.'' 

Mr. Veber's most recent movie, ''The Dinner Game,'' (''Le Diner de Cons'') which opened here on Friday, has the clash of wills and split-second timing that are his trademarks. The premise of the film is disarmingly simple. Pierre Brochant (Thierry Lhermitte) is an ultrasnobbish book publisher in Paris who participates in a nefarious little ritual with his friends. On a regular basis, they each invite the stupidest person they can find to a ''dinner of idiots,'' where they subtly make fun of their hapless prey. 

For this particular dinner, Mr. Brochant has invited Francois Pignon (Jacques Villeret), a lowly accountant who painstakingly constructs matchstick replicas of French monuments. When Mr. Brochant throws out his back, he is forced to cancel his plans and is sequestered, to his horror, with the very man he had planned to mock. The balance of power slowly reverses as the well-meaning Mr. Pignon, who is a world-class catastrophe magnet, manages to lay waste to the other man's privileged way of life. 

(It is a lesson familiar to Americans from the television comedy ''Seinfeld'' -- bad things happen to selfish people. And that can be hilarious.) 

''The Dinner Game'' was the most popular film in France last year after ''Titanic,'' and has opened from Hong Kong to Turkey. This past May the Cannes International Film Festival gave an homage to Mr. Veber, an honor almost unheard of for a French comedy writer in a country where the boundaries between the commercial and the artistic are usually clearly drawn. 

While French critics may malign them, the public attends comedies en masse. ''The Dinner Game,'' which originated as a play, has many of the farcical elements that the French love: a comic set-up embellished by pratfalls and swift repartee. In his attention to carefully crafted situations and verbal fireworks, Mr. Veber is in line with the classic tradition of the French stage farce, which reached its peak with Moliere. Said Daniel Toscan du Plantier, president of Unifrance, an organization that promotes French films abroad, ''It's a verbal virtuosity which we now see returning again with Veber.'' 

Though Mr. Veber's nimble dialogue and astringent tone are distinctive, many French comedies share a certain verbal sleight-of-hand and lack of sentimentality. This may be news for Americans who think of French humor either as broad physical comedy -- see their adulation of Jerry Lewis -- or as sex farces, where love and lust are delivered with a knowing wink. But the French also are up for ''The Dinner Game,'' and gossamer comedies of manners -- think Eric Rohmer -- that explore the fragile relations between people and the inanity of social mores. 

''What is so American about American comedies is that the underdog has to triumph at the end,'' said Mark Urman, co-president of Lions Gate Releasing, which is distributing ''The Dinner Game.'' ''What is quintessentially French about 'The Dinner Game' is that Villeret's character has his revenge, but remains as annoying at the end as he was at the beginning.'' 

The satire in ''The Dinner Game'' springs from actual incidents in Paris. ''There was a coterie of show biz people who used to get together at a club called Castel,'' Mr. Veber recalled, ''and who used to invite the people who they thought were the stupidest possible. A truly mean and despicable game. So I thought it would be interesting to punish one of those people, someone who has everything he could possibly want in life. I wanted to show that those we consider stupid may not be as dumb as we think. If there's one thing I hate in this world, it's the scorn that people can have for others.'' 

He continued: ''Unfortunately, I think that 'mean' is universal. When I was writing this film, I heard about that practice in the U.S. called 'the dog fight,' where fraternity brothers invite the ugliest girls they can find.'' He raised his eyebrows. ''So I was not ashamed to be writing about jerks.'' 

Mr. Veber, 61, relishes recounting how he cast the chiseled, strong Mr. Lhermitte and the spherical, hapless Mr. Villeret as his dueling protagonists. ''I love moments where you have a cat and a dog face to face,'' he said. 

''I've always been interested in these two different types of personalities: force in relation to weakness. The character that Lhermitte plays is the man I would have liked to have been.'' He laughed. ''And the character that Villeret plays is the man who I actually am.'' In short, a Woody Allenesque fantasy of comeuppance. 

While some of Mr. Veber's films have been released in the United States (like the hit ''La Cage aux Folles'') not all brands of French humor make it across the Atlantic. ''The wisdom is that people who go to see foreign-language films are highbrows who equate art with seriousness,'' Mr. Urman said of American audiences. 

Largely untried here, however, is the new stream of humanistic comedies from a younger generation of writers in France. Two such writers are Jean-Pierre Bacri and Agnes Jaoui, a team who have co-written several hit French plays, including ''Un Air de Famille,'' which was made into a 1996 film directed by Cedric Klapisch. 

''Un Air de Famille'' (translated as ''Family Resemblances'' when finally released here last year) is about a squabbling French family which meets every Friday night in the cafe owned by one of the sons. The writers (who also act in the film) manage to lampoon everything from family tensions to class snobberies. 

Television has played a large role in creating film comedians like Alain Chabat. The 40-year-old Mr. Chabat made his debut as a director with his 1997 hit ''Didier,'' in which he stars as a dog who finds himself transformed into a man. 

Clearly, he appeals to the French love of broad physical comedy, though, as he pointed out over the telephone, his brand of humor is not so different from the American-style comedy of ''There's Something About Mary.'' ''I like silly jokes, but I also really like it when you feel something for a character,'' he said. 

And though he comes from a different place, Mr. Chabat also admires the work of Mr. Veber. ''There are many young people today who are looking closely at Veber's work,'' he said. ''His films have an extraordinary sense of timing, as precise as a clock.'' 

Perhaps the landmark French comedy of the early 1990's, however, is ''The Visitors,'' the story of a medieval French knight and his vassal who find themselves in contemporary provincial France. The film, directed by the comedy veteran Jean-Marie Poire and starring Christian Clavier and Jean Reno, was the second most successful French film of all time, appealing as it did to the French fondness both for their own history and for incongruous comedic situations. 

Though ''The Visitors'' performed only modestly at the box office in America, Mr. Poire is currently directing the American remake. It has its two French stars in the central roles and will also star American actors. The French countryside becomes contemporary Chicago, where the medievals meet the knight's American descendant (Christina Applegate). 

Reached on set, Mr. Poire explained how he was handling the transition to another culture. ''It's the same story, but a lot of things have been changed or improved,'' he said. ''Here, the comedy comes in the contrast between the American and the French characters.'' 

Mr. Veber himself may direct the American remake of ''The Dinner Game,'' which Dreamworks is producing. Whether he is dealing with his original film or with its remake, however, Mr. Veber stresses that humor must be authentic. Just as he wants the remake of ''The Dinner Game'' to feel American, he also celebrates the unabashedly Gallic nature of the original's humor. 

He points to the scene where Mr. Lhermitte, needing to serve an ordinary wine, pours vinegar into an expensive one in order to mask its quality. ''It's my hope that American audiences will understand that Chateau Lafite is a big French wine, which is where the humor comes from,'' he said. 

For humor to travel, according to Mr. Veber, it has to be as ethnically specific as a pasta or a souffle. ''If you try to be international when you are writing, it's the same as being international when you're cooking,'' he said. ''It's like those grand hotels where they always offer you salmon with herb mayonnaise: They think it's an international dish, but it's dull.'' 
