Week of June 23, 2018
Match of the Week: Johnny Gargano vs. Tommaso Ciampa: Chicago Street Fight - NXT TakeOver: Chicago II, June 16
After they contested a classic in New Orleans over WrestleMania weekend, I had no idea how Johnny Gargano and Tommaso Ciampa would be able to outdo themselves in their anticipated rematch in Chicago, especially considering both bouts had virtually the same stipulation. Sure enough, they delivered yet another outstanding outing at Saturday's TakeOver special by taking their ruthless rivalry to new heights... literally. The storytelling was sensational, the action was exhilarating, and the finish was fantastic. The best part? A rubber match is only inevitable.
Superstar of the Week: Alexa Bliss
I know for a fact that I wasn't the only one who wrote Alexa Bliss off as a contender to the Raw Women's Championship any time soon after she failed to regain the gold at Backlash. However, she set out to prove everyone wrong by outlasting seven other ladies to win the women's Money in the Bank Ladder match and was ultimately successful in doing just that. Her night in Chicago didn't end there, however, as she went on to cash in the contract to become a three-time Raw Women's Champion. Her promo the next night on Raw (before Ronda Rousey attacked) was excellent as well.
Show of the Week: WWE NXT TakeOver: Chicago II, June 16
I hate to sound like a broken record, but the NXT TakeOver specials never cease to deliver, and Chicago II was no exception last Saturday night. I've been to a handful of TakeOver shows over the years, and while this installment wasn't the greatest I've ever attended, it was a ton of fun from start to finish. The first two matches were exceptional, the women had a very well-wrestled match, Aleister Black and Lars Sullivan had a hard-hitting affair over the NXT Championship, and as noted, the main event was truly tremendous. Where will the black-and-yellow brand go from here?
Other Notable Highlights and Low Points
This Week's Highlights
· Ricochet vs. Velveteen Dream: This was my most anticipated match of the weekend in Chicago and it surely lived up to expectations and then some. Their entire feud has been built around what one can do the other can do better, so their matchup reflected that. The crowd was into everything they did and both men further proved why they are stars on the rise. Despite the finish with Ricochet winning in clean fashion, here's hoping this isn't the last we've seen of these two against each other. I could certainly see them targeting the NXT North American Championship heading into TakeOver: Brooklyn IV as well.
· AJ Styles vs. Shinsuke Nakamura: While this wasn't the greatest Last Man Standing match of all-time, it was still strong in the second half once they picked up the pace. Their pay-per-view matches have largely underwhelmed up to this point, so it was important for them to deliver in what was the blow-off to their long-running rivalry. Speaking of which, I was slightly shocked Nakamura didn't walk away with the title given how many times he has failed to capture it over the last year. Now I question whether will he ever hold it.
· Money in the Bank Ladder matches: Both bouts were excellent, so I decided to merge them into one giant "Highlight" here. I have yet to witness a truly bad Money in the Bank match, but these were well above average and featured their fair share of exciting spots and moments with every competitor having their time to shine. The women's version was infinitely better than last year's and the men's version ended the evening on a high note. It was also refreshing for the fans to get two victors they were happy with instead of the most obvious candidates (i.e. Natalya, Charlotte Flair, etc).
· Ronda Rousey: I almost made Rousey my "Superstar of the Week" because of how much she impressed me between her performances at Money in the Bank and on Raw the next night. Seriously, that Raw Women's Championship match with Nia Jax was way better than it had any right to be. Additionally, the intensity she showed while beating the crap out of Angle and Bliss was exactly what her character needed, but can she maintain that momentum upon her return to TV?
· Gauntlet match: Granted, this wasn't on the same level as that Gauntlet match that took place on Raw earlier this year, but it was entertaining all the same. The layout was brilliant with Big E having a spectacular showing versus Daniel Bryan, Samoa Joe and Bryan going at it for a bit, The Miz pinning Bryan within seconds, and Rusev overcoming Miz to a giant pop. Not only was this SmackDown Live main event perfectly executed, the outcome was pleasantly surprising. Rusev is a fresh face in the WWE Championship picture and I'm excited to find out how he'll fare against AJ Styles. Then again, based off their past encounters, I have no doubt that they'll work well together come Extreme Rules next month.
· Hideo Itami vs. Mustafa Ali vs. Buddy Murphy: The WWE Cruiserweight Championship scene on 205 Live these days has been top notch with every outing delivering. All three of these guys have been battling for a shot at the strap and Itami may have just earned one with his victory here, but only after enduring a grueling (and terrific) Triple Threat that I thoroughly enjoyed.
This Week's Low Points
· Bobby Lashley vs. Sami Zayn: In all honesty, this match didn't bother me much at Money in the Bank because it was what it needed to be: short, sweet and to the point. I know some fans were disappointed at the time that Zayn scored a minimal amount of offense, but we later discovered that he entered the event working hurt and that he'll be out on the sidelines rehabbing those injuries for the remainder of the year. That's a big blow to the Raw roster, because despite what awful angles Zayn has been forced to be a part of, he always makes the most of them and has entertaining matches. Here's wishing him a speedy recovery.
· Roman Reigns vs. Jinder Mahal: Solely speaking for myself here, it was fun to be a part of the audience for this match because the crowd crapped all over it and rightfully so. I can't imagine watching it from home was as enjoyable, though. To be fair, this should have never happened in the first place. Officials must have been aware that Chicago of all cities would reject a matchup pitting Reigns against Mahal. They have zero chemistry whatsoever, and thus, they unsurprisingly had a dull bout. Thankfully, WWE has moved on from the feud.
· Seth Rollins vs. Dolph Ziggler: Don't get me wrong, the match itself was excellent and one of the highlights of the night on Raw this week. Rather, this makes the "Low Points" column because I don't understand the logic in putting the belt on Ziggler at this stage of the game. Firstly, Rollins had been doing a tremendous job with it, but I understand taking the title off of him if WWE plans to put him back in the world title picture. Secondly, why Ziggler and not someone with actual promise and potential like Elias or Drew McIntyre? With Ziggler, it feels like we've been there and done that.
· Mojo Rawley vs. No Way Jose: This was a perfectly fine match, but I'm sorry, I simply can not bring myself to care about Rawley on his own. I like the aggressive edge he's had since turning heel late last year, but his in-ring ability isn't where it should be for a guy that has been in WWE for several years. Worse yet, why the company is determined to get a guy like Rawley over when Chad Gable is wasting away in the undercard is beyond me. Gable deserves that spotlight so much more.
· Jinder Mahal vs. Chad Gable: I mentioned it in the previous paragraph, but it's worth repeating because of how ridiculous it is that Gable continues to be passed over for opportunities. At this point in time, he's merely an enhancement talent on the Raw roster losing to the likes of Mahal and Rawley and nothing more than that. If WWE actually gave him the chance to show the world what he's capable of, I'm positive he'd win over the audience. I have no clue why they bothered breaking him away from Shelton Benjamin if neither guy was going to do anything of note in singles competition. Perhaps Gable will have better luck once Jason Jordan is cleared to compete and they can reunite as American Alpha.
· James Ellsworth returns: It had been rumored for a while that Ellsworth was on his way back to WWE, so his return at Money in the Bank wasn't too shocking. It elicited a great reaction, mind you, but I don't understand the logic in bringing him back. He was a good addition to Carmella's act before, but then he was fired for no apparent reason. I can't imagine much will change this time around.
