
what is masters of sex about
what is masters of sex about is a question that delves into one of the most compelling
and thought-provoking television dramas of the last decade. This series, inspired by real-life
figures, explores the pioneering research of human sexuality conducted by Dr. William
Masters and Virginia Johnson. Set in the 1950s and 1960s, the show highlights the social
and scientific challenges faced by these two researchers as they attempt to change the
understanding of sex and human intimacy. With its rich character development, historical
context, and exploration of taboo subjects, Masters of Sex has captivated audiences and
critics alike. This article provides a comprehensive overview of what the series entails, its
characters, historical accuracy, themes, and cultural impact. Below is a detailed table of
contents to guide the discussion.

Overview of the Series

Main Characters and Cast

Historical Context and Accuracy

Major Themes and Topics Explored

Cultural Impact and Reception

Overview of the Series
Masters of Sex is a television drama series that aired from 2013 to 2016, focusing on the
groundbreaking research on human sexuality conducted by Dr. William Masters and Virginia
Johnson. The series is based on the biography "Masters of Sex" by Thomas Maier and
chronicles the development of their studies on sexual response and dysfunction. It portrays
the evolution of their professional relationship and personal lives, set against the backdrop
of changing societal attitudes toward sex in mid-20th century America. The narrative
combines elements of biography, historical drama, and medical research, offering an in-
depth look at the origins of modern sexology.

Premise and Setting
The show is primarily set in St. Louis during the late 1950s and early 1960s, a time
characterized by conservative social norms and limited public discourse about sexuality. Dr.
William Masters is a gynecologist at a hospital who begins conducting experiments to
understand human sexual responses scientifically. He recruits Virginia Johnson, a former
nightclub singer and psychology graduate, as his research assistant. Together, they
conduct intimate observations and interviews with volunteers, challenging cultural taboos
and scientific skepticism.



Plot Development
The storyline follows the progression of their research from initial experiments to clinical
studies, delving into complex ethical questions and the personal costs of their work. The
series highlights various obstacles such as institutional resistance, gender politics, and the
evolving nature of their partnership. The plot also explores their relationships with family
members, colleagues, and study participants, providing a nuanced portrayal of their lives
beyond the laboratory.

Main Characters and Cast
The success of Masters of Sex is closely tied to its well-developed characters and
outstanding performances by the cast. The show centers on the dynamic between the two
main characters, alongside a strong supporting cast that enriches the narrative.

Dr. William Masters
Portrayed by Michael Sheen, Dr. William Masters is a pioneering gynecologist who is
determined to bring scientific rigor to the study of human sexuality. His character is
depicted as ambitious, often emotionally reserved, and professionally driven, grappling with
his personal relationships while navigating the challenges of his groundbreaking research.

Virginia Johnson
Played by Lizzy Caplan, Virginia Johnson is an intelligent, resourceful woman who becomes
Masters’ research partner and love interest. Her character is notable for her candidness,
empathy, and modern views on gender roles and sexuality, which contrast and complement
Masters’ more traditional demeanor.

Supporting Characters
The series also features a range of supporting characters including colleagues, family
members, and research participants, who contribute to the depth and complexity of the
storyline. Some key figures include:

Libby Masters – William’s wife, whose relationship with him is tested by his work and
personal choices.

Dr. Ethan Haas – A fellow researcher who introduces professional and personal
complications.

Margaret Scully – Virginia’s friend and colleague, representing the evolving role of
women in society.



Historical Context and Accuracy
Masters of Sex is rooted in historical events and real people, yet it blends fact with
dramatization for narrative purposes. Understanding the historical background enhances
the appreciation of the series’ portrayal of scientific and social change.

The Real Masters and Johnson
William Masters and Virginia Johnson were actual researchers who revolutionized the study
of human sexuality. Their work, beginning in the 1950s, challenged prevailing
misconceptions and contributed significantly to sexual health and therapy. The series
endeavors to capture the essence of their research and personal dynamics, though some
storylines are fictionalized for dramatic effect.

Societal Attitudes Toward Sexuality
The period depicted in the show was marked by conservative attitudes toward sex, with
limited public discussion and widespread stigmatization. The research undertaken by
Masters and Johnson confronted these taboos, often facing institutional resistance and
moral opposition. The series accurately reflects the tension between scientific progress and
cultural norms during this era.

Scientific Contributions
The show highlights key scientific milestones such as the identification of sexual response
cycles, treatment of sexual dysfunctions, and the controversial use of human subjects in
research. It also touches on the ethical debates surrounding the studies, contributing to a
nuanced portrayal of medical history.

Major Themes and Topics Explored
Masters of Sex delves into a variety of themes that extend beyond its central narrative of
sexual research. These themes provide insight into human relationships, societal change,
and the complexity of scientific innovation.

Sexuality and Science
The series foregrounds the intersection of sexuality and scientific inquiry, exploring how the
empirical study of sex challenged existing knowledge and cultural taboos. It addresses the
difficulties involved in researching such a private and socially sensitive subject.



Gender Roles and Feminism
Through its characters and story arcs, the show examines evolving gender roles,
highlighting issues such as women’s autonomy, workplace dynamics, and the feminist
movement of the 1960s. Virginia Johnson’s character, in particular, represents a
progressive woman navigating a male-dominated field.

Ethics and Morality
The ethical dimensions of the research are a recurring theme, including informed consent,
exploitation of subjects, and the personal sacrifices made by the researchers. The series
prompts viewers to consider the moral complexities inherent in scientific advancement.

Personal Relationships and Emotional Complexity
The interplay between professional collaboration and personal intimacy is central to the
narrative. The characters’ relationships are portrayed with emotional depth, exploring
themes of love, betrayal, ambition, and vulnerability.

List of Key Themes

Scientific exploration of human sexuality

Challenge of social taboos and conservatism

Gender dynamics and feminist issues

Ethical considerations in medical research

Complexities of personal and professional relationships

Cultural Impact and Reception
Masters of Sex has left a significant mark on television and cultural discourse, influencing
public perceptions of sexuality and medical research. Its critical and popular reception
underscores its importance as a cultural artifact.

Critical Acclaim
The series received praise for its intelligent writing, compelling performances, and
thoughtful exploration of sensitive topics. Critics highlighted its ability to balance drama
with historical authenticity and its nuanced character portrayals.



Audience Reception
Audiences responded positively to the show’s frank discussion of sexuality and its
humanizing depiction of the researchers. The series attracted viewers interested in history,
drama, and social issues, contributing to broader conversations about sex and science.

Influence on Media and Society
Masters of Sex helped to normalize discussions about sexual health and contributed to a
growing openness in media regarding adult themes. It also sparked renewed interest in the
history of sexology and the ongoing relevance of Masters and Johnson’s work.

Awards and Nominations
The show garnered several awards and nominations, reflecting its quality and impact within
the television industry. These include recognition from prestigious bodies for acting, writing,
and production values.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Masters of Sex' about?
'Masters of Sex' is a TV drama series that explores the pioneering research on human
sexuality conducted by Dr. William Masters and Virginia Johnson in the 1950s and 1960s.

Who are the main characters in 'Masters of Sex'?
The main characters are Dr. William Masters, a gynecologist, and Virginia Johnson, a former
nightclub singer and his research partner, who together study human sexual behavior.

Is 'Masters of Sex' based on a true story?
'Masters of Sex' is based on the real-life work of William Masters and Virginia Johnson, who
were groundbreaking researchers in the field of human sexuality.

What themes does 'Masters of Sex' explore?
The show explores themes such as sexuality, gender roles, social taboos, scientific
discovery, and personal relationships during the mid-20th century.

What time period does 'Masters of Sex' depict?
'Masters of Sex' is set primarily in the 1950s and 1960s, a time when discussions of sex
were considered taboo in American society.



How does 'Masters of Sex' portray the research on
human sexuality?
The series portrays the challenges and controversies Masters and Johnson faced while
conducting their studies, including ethical dilemmas and societal backlash.

Why is 'Masters of Sex' considered significant or
influential?
The series highlights the importance of Masters and Johnson's work in changing societal
attitudes towards sex and advancing scientific understanding of human sexual response.

Additional Resources
1. The Kinsey Institute: Pioneering Sex Research
This book explores the groundbreaking work of Alfred Kinsey and his team at the Kinsey
Institute, delving into their revolutionary studies on human sexuality. It offers insight into
how their research challenged societal norms and expanded scientific understanding of
sexual behavior. Readers gain a historical perspective on the evolution of sex research in
America.

2. Sexual Behavior in the Human Male
Authored by Alfred Kinsey, this seminal work presents detailed findings from extensive
interviews about men's sexual behaviors. The book was pivotal in shifting public discourse
on sexuality by presenting candid, data-driven analysis. It remains a cornerstone text for
understanding mid-20th-century sexual attitudes and practices.

3. Sexual Behavior in the Human Female
This companion volume to Kinsey’s male-focused study addresses female sexuality with
equal rigor and openness. It broke new ground by documenting women's sexual
experiences and desires, challenging prevailing stereotypes. The book contributed to
feminist discussions and the broader sexual revolution.

4. The Sexual Politics of Gender by Gayle Rubin
Rubin’s influential work examines the intersection of sexuality, gender roles, and power
structures within society. It critiques traditional views of sexual morality and advocates for
a more inclusive understanding of sexual diversity. The book is essential for readers
interested in the social context of sex research.

5. The Erotic Mind: Unlocking the Inner Sources of Passion and Fulfillment by Jack Morin
This book delves into the psychological and emotional aspects of human sexuality,
exploring how desire is shaped by both biology and experience. Morin offers practical
insights for enhancing sexual intimacy and understanding personal erotic preferences. It
complements scientific studies with a focus on personal growth.

6. Coming of Age in Samoa by Margaret Mead
Mead’s anthropological study examines sexual attitudes and behaviors in Samoan society,
contrasting them with Western norms. The book challenged contemporary assumptions



about sexual development and cultural influence. It remains a foundational text in the
study of sexuality and culture.

7. Female Sexuality: The Early Psychoanalytic Controversies
This collection reviews key psychoanalytic theories and debates surrounding female
sexuality in the early 20th century. It contextualizes the scientific and cultural challenges
faced by researchers like Masters and Johnson. Readers gain an understanding of the
historical complexities in studying human sexual response.

8. Masters of Sex: The Life and Times of William Masters and Virginia Johnson by Thomas
Maier
This biography details the lives and groundbreaking work of Masters and Johnson, who
revolutionized the scientific study of human sexuality in the 1950s and 60s. It highlights
their research methods, personal challenges, and impacts on sexual therapy. The book
inspired the popular TV series and offers a comprehensive view of their legacy.

9. Becoming Cliterate: Why Orgasm Equality Matters—and How to Get It by Laurie Mintz
Mintz’s book focuses on the social and psychological factors influencing female sexual
pleasure and orgasm. It combines scientific research with practical advice to promote
sexual equality and satisfaction. The work aligns with the themes of Masters of Sex by
advocating for informed and open conversations about sexuality.
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