Week of February 2, 2019
Match of the Week: Ricochet vs. Johnny Gargano: NXT North American Championship Match - NXT TakeOver: PHoenix, January 26
I think it's safe to say that Johnny Gargano is to NXT TakeOver what Shawn Michaels was to WrestleMania. I have yet to see him involved in anything less than an incredible match on a TakeOver special, and his NXT North American Championship clash with Ricochet last Saturday night in Phoenix was no exception. Not only was the in-ring action exceptional, I loved the story they told with Gargano journeying over to the dark side so he could score the big win that has alluded him for so long. This is without a doubt my new favorite matchup of 2019 thus far.
Superstar of the Week: Becky Lynch
Unless you've been living under a rock since SummerSlam, you'd know Becky Lynch has been WWE's hottest star for some time now. Lately, she's had her sights set on competing in the main event of WrestleMania 35. Although her original plan of regaining the SmackDown Women's Championship fell through at the Royal Rumble, she still managed to punch her ticket to the Show of Shows by winning the women's Rumble and choosing Ronda Rousey to be her 'Mania opponent on the next night's Raw. If their verbal exchange was any indication, the build to that bout will be a blast.
Show of the Week: WWE NXT TakeOver: Phoenix, January 26
When it comes to WWE's "Big Four" pay-per-view weekends, it's safe to never bet against NXT and their tendency to outshine the main roster with their tremendous TakeOver specials. It was a closer call than usual this time due to the Royal Rumble being an above-average event on the whole, but I still found TakeOver to be the better show. As noted earlier, Ricochet vs. Johnny Gargano was simply sensational and the NXT Tag Team title match opened the night on a high note. Additionally, everything else delivered and the outcomes were largely predictable yet logical.
Other Notable Highlights and Low Points
This Week's Highlights
· Undisputed Era vs. War Raiders: I'm biased because I desperately wanted The Street Profits to be the team that ultimately dethroned Undisputed Era as NXT Tag Team Champions, but War Raiders were a fine choice as well. They have been feuding with the faction on and off for months and this was their big crowning moment. Tag team wrestling hasn't been a priority on the main roster in years, but at least in NXT, it's alive and well. This was an exciting start to TakeOver: Phoenix, and with War Raiders capturing the twin titles, I'm curious if we'll see Kyle O'Reilly and Roderick Strong regain the gold before long.
· Royal Rumble matches: There's no need to break down each Rumble match individually, so I figured I'd sum up my thoughts on them in one paragraph. Basically, I enjoyed the Rumbles (I thought the women's was better than the men's), but last year's installments were stronger overall. The men's Rumble was way too short due to the rushed intervals, but the show running long was to blame for that. Both bouts were still solid, though, and Becky Lynch and Seth Rollins winning was unquestionably the right call.
· Ronda Rousey vs. Sasha Banks: Despite still being relatively new to wrestling, Rousey continues to make great strides and work well with everyone she goes up against. Granted, this wasn't the smoothest encounter, but the intensity and sense of urgency were there and both ladies put forth an outstanding effort. They didn't have much time to make this match as meaningful as it could have been, but it was extremely entertaining, nonetheless. Banks has been underutilized for years, so I hope this served as a wake-up call to officials and she'll be booked better going forward.
· Asuka vs. Becky Lynch: Lynch's Royal Rumble win was amazing and all, but let's not forget she had a terrific match earlier in the evening at the Rumble as well against Asuka. Asuka has been a bit of an afterthought as of late on SmackDown Live (where the hell was she on the show this week to discuss her victory?), but this was her chance to really remind fans how tremendous of a talent she is and she was certainly successful.
· Seth Rollins vs. Dean Ambrose: Some would say that Ambrose was going through the motions here (and now we know why...more on that in the "Low Points" column), but I liked this match a lot. There's no denying that the most recent rivalry between Ambrose and Rollins was a massive disappointment (including their underwhelming affair at TLC), but I was glad they were able to end it on a high note by producing the excellent match we know they're capable of together. Rollins was on a roll at this point, so I would have left it at that as opposed to having him get laid out by Brock Lesnar with multiple F5s later on. Lesnar vs. Rollins at WrestleMania 35 has been rumored for a while, but that angle was a weird way of officially confirming it for the card.
· Ronda Rousey and Becky Lynch: I was hesitant to put Rousey's match with Bayley from Raw on here, if only because it had its fair share of botches and was far from Rousey's best WWE outing. However, the post-match verbal exchange with Rousey and Lynch was fantastic. If they don't main event WrestleMania, something is seriously wrong.
· Daniel Bryan's new hemp WWE Championship belt: Bryan himself teased this as a possibility a while ago, but it's cool to finally see it come to fruition on SmackDown this week. He's easily the best heel in WWE right now, so fingers crossed he can carry that title into WrestleMania 35 and possibly beyond. Oh, and that Elimination Chamber for the WWE Championship coming up this month is sure to be spectacular.
This Week's Low Points
· Daniel Bryan vs. AJ Styles: I'm sorry, but this just might have been the most boring match featuring Styles I've seen since he joined WWE three years ago. I've been digging their rivalry in recent months, but the timing of it was terrible having immediately followed the women's Royal Rumble, it dragged on forever, and the finish fell flat. I actually like the idea of Erick Rowan becoming Bryan's new heavy, but the fact that all it took was one chokeslam from him to put Styles away was weak. This was easily the biggest "Low Point" on the Rumble card, and it's a shame such an entertaining program had to end on a sour note.
· Bobby Roode and Chad Gable vs. Scott Dawson and Rezar: Did I miss something? I was stunned when I tuned into the Rumble Kickoff show on Sunday night and saw one-half of The Revival teaming with one-half of AOP for no apparent reason. Needless to say, they had very little chemistry and it didn't make for a compelling match whatsoever. I guess this was WWE's way of switching things up following The Revival's three straight losses to the Raw Tag Team Champions, but to no one's surprise, it didn't work.
· Kurt Angle vs. Baron Corbin: To their credit, Angle and Corbin produced a way better bout than I expected them to. Then again, I usually set my standards fairly low for anything involving Corbin nowadays. Unfortunately, it resulted in Corbin going over in clean fashion. I guess I shouldn't be upset about the "young guy" beating the old seasoned veteran, but Angle's stock has plummeted since he was fired from his position as Raw General Manager. It seems as if anyone can beat Angle nowadays, therefore Corbin pinning him for a three count on Raw meant nothing.
· Elias and Rusev turn heel: Elias and Rusev were originally over as babyfaces, so I don't understand the rationale behind turning them heel this past week. Elias' interactions with Jeff Jarrett were fun, but that doesn't intrigue me as a long-term feud. As for Rusev, he was stale as a heel before he went face late last year, so this feels like a significant step backward for him. Something similar happened with Braun Strowman last year as well.
· The Riott Squad vs. Natalya and Dana Brooke: It was already obvious that The Riott Squad were going to be involved in the WWE Women's Tag Team Championship Elimination Chamber, but WWE foreshadowed the finish to this by teasing tension between Natalya and Brooke beforehand. I don't think that was necessary, and of course, the bout itself was barely passable. I have zero interest in a possible Natalya vs. Brooke feud, so here's hoping that have a quick match next week that sees Natalya win and we can move on. By the way, I find it hilarious that the Raw women have to earn their way into the Chamber, whereas SmackDown Live women's division can apparently just declare themselves for it (see: Mandy Rose and Sonya Deville).
· United States Championship picture: Shinsuke Nakamura getting the belt back from the Rusev at the Rumble was confusing enough, and then WWE had to go ahead and have R-Truth take it from Nakamura two days later on SmackDown Live. If that belt had any shred of prestige left before this past week, it's certainly gone now.
· Dean Ambrose and Hideo Itami leaving WWE: It has been rumored for weeks that several stars want out of their contract, but then this week it was revealed that Ambrose isn't re-signing once his deal expires in April. Plus, Itami has apparently been granted his release (which makes sense based off how he was handled on Tuesday's 205 Live). Talent are dropping like flies these days, and one has to wonder whether they're AEW bound.
