Week of April 14, 2018
Match of the Week: Johnny Gargano vs. Tommaso Ciampa: Unsanctioned Match - NXT TAkeOver: New Orleans, April 7
Name me a better feud in NXT history than Johnny Gargano vs. Tommaso Ciampa. Go ahead, I'll wait. Nothing? That's what I thought. The rivalry these two have had since their split last year has been amazing, and the seeds were planted for their Unsanctioned encounter even during their tag team days. Everything came to a head at NXT TakeOver: New Orleans when they went to war and contested one of the best bouts in the history of the brand. With Gargano's job at stake, he held nothing back and ultimately emerged victorious, rightfully earning back his place on the NXT roster.
Superstar of the Week: "Woken" Matt Hardy
In all honesty, I couldn't have cared less about the Andre the Giant Memorial Battle Royal going into WrestleMania 34 because it has historically done nothing for the winner. Nonetheless, it was still cool to see "Woken" Matt Hardy overcome the odds and take the trophy. Not only that, he did it with the help of his former foe Bray Wyatt, who is now seemingly a babyface and I couldn't be happier. The two proved they will be a force to be reckoned with as a tandem when they knocked off Titus Worldwide to advance in the Tag Team Eliminator tournament.
Show of the Week: WWE NXT TakeOver: New Orleans, April 7
WWE produced a ton of shows over WrestleMania weekend, and while all of them ranged from good to great, none of them came close to being as spectacular as NXT TakeOver: New Orleans on Saturday night. I'm not exaggerating when I say it was the strongest TakeOver top to bottom that I have ever seen. All four title matches were tremendous, three new champions were crowned, and the main event was (as noted) on another level. Right when you think NXT has peaked, the brand continues to raise the bar and deliver outstanding events.
Other Notable Highlights and Low Points
This Week's Highlights
· NXT North American Championship Ladder match: Holy hell, this was amazing. Everyone's expectations were sky high heading into NXT TakeOver: New Orleans for this loaded Ladder match, yet the six stars involved somehow found a way to blow those expectations out of the water. This was all action from start to finish with each of the up-and-comers having their time to shine. Ricochet and EC3 in particular impressed me in their NXT debuts while Killian Dane, Lars Sullivan and Velveteen Dream killed it. However, Adam Cole taking the title was the right choice. He needed it more than the other five.
· Andrade "Cien" Almas vs. Aleister Black: Almas has been on an incredible roll over the past year and especially since he captured the NXT Championship at TakeOver: WarGames, while I have yet to see a bad Black match. Unsurprisingly, they contested an excellent matchup with the gold up for grabs that told a stellar story with Zelina Vega constantly interfering. The payoff was phenomenal as she inadvertently cost Almas the title in the end, crowning Black the new champion. I'd definitely be down for a rematch.
· Kurt Angle and Ronda Rousey vs. Triple H and Stephanie McMahon: It's safe to say most people figured this would be an "attraction" at WrestleMania 34 and nothing more, not thinking it would be anything of note from an in-ring standpoint. Despite that, this ended up being my favorite match of the night. All four Superstars played their roles to perfection and the crowd was hot for everything they did in the second half. Rousey needed to knock it out of the park in her first-ever WWE match, and she did just that. Now we're left wondering what's next for her.
· The Miz vs. Finn Balor vs. Seth Rollins: WrestleMania couldn't have kicked off on a better note than with this bout. We all assumed it would be a barn-burner and they certainly did not disappoint. The three of them have such strong chemistry together that I can't say I was shocked the match came across as so seamless. Miz was my pick to walk away with the Intercontinental Championship, but I was going to be happy with any result, so it was a cool moment for Rollins.
· Charlotte Flair vs. Asuka: Putting this on immediately after the awesome Intercontinental Championship match was strange because I thought the audience wouldn't be as into it due to that, but that wasn't the case whatsoever. In fact, this was one of the greatest women's matches I have ever seen at WrestleMania. Although they've never worked against each other before (aside from the Mixed Match Challenge), they put together a terrific title match that had me on the edge of my seat the entire time. Similar to everyone else, I couldn't believe Charlotte actually forced Asuka to tap out. I wouldn't have done that, but I have no doubt Asuka will bounce back and not much damage was done.
· Bobby Lashley, Jeff Hardy and Samoa Joe return: What a coincidence that all of these men are former TNA World Heavyweight Champions and they returned on a show where TNA was mentioned for the first time on WWE programming. All kidding aside, it's great to have them in the mix again and the crowd was happy to see them on Monday night.
· NXT call-ups: In addition to featuring a number of returns, Raw also saw the debuts of several NXT wrestlers including Ember Moon, No Way Jose and Authors of Pain. The next night, SmackDown Live got Peyton Royce and Billie Kay, so both brands made out fairly well.
· Carmella cashes in: My fear was that WWE failed to strike while the iron was hot with Carmella by not having her cash in her Money in the Bank briefcase last year, but she is finally the SmackDown Women's Champion. The segment in which she accomplished that feat was very well done and makes me much more excited about the blue brand's women's division than I was before.
· AJ Styles vs. Daniel Bryan: What a way to kick off the "new year" for SmackDown! I wasn't mad about this dream, er, "fantasy" match being thrown out on TV with no hype because it didn't have a finish anyway, and they can always go back to it in the future. By the way, how fantastic was Shinsuke Nakamura as a heel on Tuesday?
This Week's Low Points
· Brock Lesnar vs. Roman Reigns: Putting the outcome aside for a moment, this match was awful and a very poor main event for WrestleMania. Let's just say it wasn't exactly on the same level as their one-on-one encounter from three years ago. Rather, this was beyond boring and featured the same three or four moves. Reigns kicking out of five F5s was absolutely ridiculous and the crowd was in the right to crap all over it. Yes, Lesnar retaining his Universal Championship was certainly surprising, but it merely delayed the inevitable. We're getting the Reigns title win at the Greatest Royal Rumble event later this month.
· The Usos vs. The New Day vs. The Bludgeon Brothers: I hate having to put this in the "Low Points" column because it wasn't a truly bad match, but I can't lie, this was extremely underwhelming. Maybe it wouldn't have been so disappointing if I didn't have such high hopes for it, but I bet the mixed tag team match went a little longer than anticipated and thus their time was cut short. What we ultimately received was a glorified SmackDown Live match. The titles changing hands was fine, but it was more of a squash than a competitive contest.
· Sheamus and Cesaro vs. Braun Strowman and Nicholas: I realize there were those that got a kick out of this and didn't have a problem with it, and although I found the follow-up on Raw to be funny, I still thought this was an insanely stupid angle. WWE had fans expecting a notable name for Strowman's mystery partner, but it ended up being... a kid in the crowd. It did no favors for Sheamus or Cesaro and really wasn't much more than a "WrestleMania moment." The real question is where Strowman goes from here now that he has given up the gold due to Nicholas having school.
· Paige retires: Most of us saw this coming because the news regarding Paige's health status broke back in January, but it was sad to hear her officially announce her in-ring retirement on Raw, nevertheless. What's even crazier is that it was in the same building she debuted in four years ago, and she was obviously way too young to have her career cut short. On the bright side, she'll be the general manager for SmackDown Live going forward, which is a nice role for her.
· Roman Reigns promo: What the hell was this supposed to be? To quickly recap, Reigns lost at WrestleMania 34 because Lesnar re-signed with WWE, at least until the Greatest Royal Rumble show. In storyline, Reigns claimed he had no idea Lesnar re-signed, and that was why he lost. In other words, his explanation made zero sense. He wasn't booed as loudly as he was last year the night after WrestleMania, but the crowd wasn't kind to him and I can't blame them. He didn't acknowledge what he did to deserve another shot at the strap, and it wasn't as if Lesnar cheated to beat him or anything like that. If nothing else, Samoa Joe salvaged this segment with his rebuttal, basically burying Reigns for being whiny.
· The Revival vs. Luke Gallows and Karl Anderson: On an otherwise excellent edition of Raw, this stood out like a sore thumb. There wasn't anything technically wrong with it, but we've seen them trade victories in the past and it's depressing that no one could care less. Both tandems deserve much better creatively at the moment and could use a reboot.
· Randy Orton vs. Bobby Roode vs. Rusev: I didn't mind this as a match, but the result infuriated me. Why WWE continues to think that putting Orton and Jinder Mahal against each other is a good idea is mind-boggling to me. I have no interest in their upcoming U.S. title matchup.
· Naomi vs. Natalya: Naomi winning the women's Battle Royal at 'Mania didn't do much for me to begin with and this pretty much cemented that. These two have had no less than a million matches over the years, and as characters, they aren't compelling in the slightest. I guess Naomi maintained momentum with this victory, but I don't see her entering the title picture any time soon.
· Buddy Murphy attacks Cedric Alexander: I liked the interaction between Alexander and Mustafa Ali (hopefully we get a rematch at some point), but Murphy's ambush on the new Cruiserweight Champion fell slightly flat. That might have been because the crowd was expecting someone they're actually familiar with.
