Week of January 5, 2019
Match of the Week: AJ Styles vs. Randy Orton vs. Mustafa Ali vs. Samoa Joe vs. Rey Mysterio: WWE Championship No. 1 Contender's Fatal 5-Way Match - SmackDown Live, January 1
Sometimes it's easy to forget how stacked of a roster SmackDown Live has until you see several of the blue brand's top stars in the same ring at the same time. That was the case in the main event of Tuesday's show when AJ Styles, Randy Orton, Mustafa Ali, Samoa Joe and Rey Mysterio all vied for the opportunity to face Daniel Bryan for the WWE Championship at the Royal Rumble in a Fatal 5-Way match. As expected, they delivered in spades, with each of the five Superstars having their time to shine. The final stretch or so was tremendous and saw Styles have his hand raised in the end.
Superstar of the Week: Apollo Crews
When Triple H announced the "Fresh Start" Battle Royal (where the winner would earn a shot at the Intercontinental Championship later in the night) for this week's Raw, I'm sure Apollo Crews was one of the last people fans expected to emerge victorious. Then again, he was also the most fitting. No one needs a fresh start more than him, and after racking up eight eliminations, he was declared the winner. From there, he took Dean Ambrose to the limit, and although he fell short of capturing the Intercontinental Championship, he managed to look strong in defeat.
Show of the Week: WWE SmackDown Live, January 1
Despite falling on a holiday for the second straight week, SmackDown Live produced a real solid show that kicked off the new year on a high note. The aforementioned main event was easily the best thing the whole night, but the rest of the episode was enjoyable as well. In addition to the fantastic Fatal 5-Way, Samoa Joe and Jeff Hardy contested a very well-wrestled match, Rusev and Shinsuke Nakamura furthered their feud, and Becky Lynch crashed John Cena's return. As if there was ever any doubt, SmackDown is significantly superior to Raw in terms of quality almost every week.
Other Notable Highlights and Low Points
This Week's Highlights
· Drew McIntyre vs. Dolph Ziggler: I still have no clue whether Ziggler is supposed to be a babyface or a heel (or a tweener), but at least his series of matches with McIntyre has been entertaining and their latest encounter inside the steel cage on Raw was probably their strongest encounter to date. It was a nice way to open the show and I liked how you could feel the bad blood between the two. McIntyre completely dominated his former tag team partner and even went so far as to attack him afterward multiple times as well. With Ziggler now in his rear-view mirror, McIntyre can now fully focus on the Royal Rumble.
· Seth Rollins and Triple H: I didn't particularly care for Rollins' match against Bobby Lashley on Raw (more on that in the "Low Points" column), but I loved his interaction with Triple H beforehand. Of course, they have history from a few years ago and they alluded to that during their exchange, but it was Rollins' intensity that really stood out to me. It's a cool new twist for his character and I'm interested to see where it leads. I'm also happy the automatic rematch clause for former champions are officially a thing of the past.
· John Cena and Becky Lynch vs. Andrade "Cien" Almas and Zelina Vega: For the first time in nearly a year, Cena was back on SmackDown Live this past Tuesday night, yet he wasted no time in sharing the spotlight with someone else. Lynch was honestly the last person I expected to see confront Cena, but their back-and-forth on the mic was excellent. It led to a solid mixed tag team match, and not only did Lynch win for her team, she knocked Cena off the ring apron before doing so. I'm sure this won't amount to anything, but it was very enjoyable as a one-off.
· Kalisto vs. Lio Rush: A Fatal 4-Way has been announced for the Cruiserweight Championship at the Royal Rumble and this was the first qualifying matchup to determine who Buddy Murphy will be facing. Rush was my pick to win, but Kalisto wasn't a bad choice, either. This was a very well-wrestled affair and I thought both guys put forth an awesome effort. More matches between them would be welcomed.
· Matt Riddle vs. Kassius Ohno: This week's NXT was largely a year-in-review show with recaps and replays from the last year for the black-and-yellow brand, featuring only one fresh match between Riddle and Ohno in the main event. As a result, I figured they would receive a ton of time, but instead, it was fairly short. That was somewhat disappointing, but it would make sense afterward why they held back a bit. For what it was, though, this was a good match. Riddle scored yet another decisive victory over Ohno, only to be ambushed post-match by him. Obviously, their feud is far from over, and I wouldn't be shocked if Riddle vs. Ohno III is added to the TakeOver: Phoenix card in the coming weeks. Hopefully that one is a barn-burner.
This Week's Low Points
· Ronda Rousey and Natalya vs. Nia Jax and Tamina: I thought the Raw Women's Championship clash between Rousey and Natalya on last week's Christmas Eve Raw exceeded expectations, but I didn't care for the follow-up whatsoever. We saw almost this exact same match a month ago with Ember Moon teaming up Rousey instead of Natalya. That wasn't very good, and this was equally abysmal. Didn't Rousey and Natalya finish up their feud at TLC when Rousey beat Jax in clean fashion? I fail to see what purpose this served aside from acting as filler before Rousey settles into her next feud ahead of the Royal Rumble.
· Seth Rollins vs. Bobby Lashley: From an in-ring standpoint, this was a perfectly fine match, but I laughed when Michael Cole praised their encounter at Crown Jewel as being some sort of turning point for Lashley. I barely remember that bout, and this was decent at best. Lashley's heat segments are just far too boring for me, and it's saying a lot that not even Rollins could get an exciting matchup out of him. It was also weird that it took so long for Rollins to get aggressive after being all fired up during his segment with Triple H.
· The Riott Squad: I didn't want to mention the match itself between The Riott Squad and Sasha Banks, Bayley and Ember Moon because it was well-wrestled and all six ladies had strong showings. That said, I felt like I had seen it a dozen times in 2018, and the outcome was discouraging. I realize Banks and Bayley are being set up to become the inaugural WWE Women's Tag Team Champions, but The Riott Squad just haven't been able to catch a break lately. They lose whenever it matters most and mean nothing by this point, so I have no clue how WWE expects fans to take them seriously.
· Heath Slater and Rhyno vs. Jinder Mahal and The Singh Brothers: It's amazing how Mahal went from challenging for and defending the WWE Championship to feuding with a pair of losers in Slater and Rhyno. I sincerely hope this "rivalry" will be short-lived and doesn't extend past this Handicap match. Speaking of which, I assumed we wouldn't see any more Handicap matches in the "new era," but apparently not.
· Naomi vs. Sonya Deville: I don't know what to think about this storyline with Naomi, Deville and Mandy Rose. On one hand, none of the ladies on Raw or SmackDown Live have much going on outside of the title pictures, so it's refreshing to have a program that doesn't involve the likes of Ronda Rousey, Becky Lynch or Charlotte Flair. Then again, Naomi is angry over Rose trying to steal her man Jimmy Uso, and that's about it. It's an angle straight out of the mid-2000s and viewers have no reason to get invested in it. Additionally, please don't let this mean that Nikki Cross is on her way to SmackDown to aid Naomi in her feud with Deville and Rose. That would such a waste of her talent, as I'd much prefer to see her dominating the competition as soon as she debuts.
