Week of May 23, 2020

Match of the Week:
AJ Styles vs. Shinsuke Nakamura (SmackDown, May 22)
This week in WWE was light on above-average in-ring action in my opinion, so I'd say AJ Styles vs. Shinsuke Nakamura in the first round of the Intercontinental Championship Tournament from Friday's SmackDown was the best bout of the week by default. It wasn't on the level of some of their pay-per-view matches from two years ago, not to mention that the heel vs. heel dynamic was odd, but it was an excellent effort from both men overall. Although the outcome was never in doubt, it was an exciting enough match to hold my interest the entire way through and the right man advanced.
Superstar of the Week:
Bobby Lashley
I can't express how happy I am to finally see Bobby Lashley get his just due in WWE. He's been back for over two years, but only now is he started to be booked like a legitimate threat for the first time since his IMPACT run. He's been annihilating all of his opponents in recent weeks, including R-Truth this past Monday on Raw. Later in the night, he threw down the gauntlet by challenging Drew McIntyre to a WWE Championship match at Backlash. I don't expect McIntyre to lose the title so soon (nor should he), but I'm hoping for Lashley to have a strong showing in defeat.
Show of the Week:
Friday Night SmackDown, May 22
It feels like NXT has been off its game lately and Raw wasn't much better on Monday, either. On the bright side, SmackDown (which has been notoriously terrible since its move to FOX) produced one of its better episodes in recent memory. I couldn't have cared less about the stuff with Braun Strowman, The Miz and John Morrison, but everything else was quite good in my opinion. I appreciated the focus on the Intercontinental Championship Tournament, the mixed tag team match was solid, and even the women's match delivered. Nice work from the blue brand this week.
Other Notable Highlights and Low Points
This Week's Highlights
· Drew McIntyre vs. King Corbin: I honestly didn't expect to enjoy this as much as I did. Granted, it was far from a five-star mat classic, but for a main event involving King Corbin (who's a very skilled wrestler with a crappy gimmick), it was better than it had any right to be. Then again, I probably shouldn't be so surprised seeing as how McIntyre has been knocking it out of the park with everyone he's stepped in the ring with as WWE Champion since WrestleMania 36. I'm hoping he and Bobby Lashley can have an entertaining match at Backlash, and based off the chemistry they had in IMPACT, I have faith that they'll deliver.
· Edge and Randy Orton: The talk about this being "The Greatest Wrestling Match Ever" has got to stop because it isn't doing these guys any favors. It's setting people's expectations too high and those same fans will be disappointed when those lofty expectations aren't met. That aside, this was another strong verbal exchange between two of the top talkers in WWE today. Admittedly, I had my doubts, but they justified this rematch happening. The build to their WrestleMania matchup was so phenomenal that it'll be hard to top.
· Seth Rollins recruits Austin Theory: The Aleister Black vs. Murphy match was meant to be a backdrop for this. You could see Zelina Vega dumping Theory from her stable coming from a mile away, but I figured that would be it for him on the main roster. He never had a real run in NXT and it looked like that was where he was headed, but I actually love the idea for him to join Rollins' mini cult instead. With AOP out of the picture for the foreseeable future, Rollins' group needed another member and Theory is the perfect fit.
· Jeff Hardy vs. Sheamus: I had been looking forward to these two going one-on-one since their storyline started in early April and they did not disappoint in the main event of Friday's SmackDown. It helped that there were stakes with the winner advancing in the Intercontinental Championship Tournament and the story they told with Hardy barely pulling out the victory over Sheamus was solid. I assume Sheamus will cost Hardy his match against Daniel Bryan.
· Bayley vs. Charlotte Flair: The biggest issue I had with this match was that it was heel vs. heel and thus viewers had zero incentive to want to see either woman win. Flair appearing everywhere on WWE TV lately hasn't been ideal, either. Despite all that, this was a quality contest where they made the most of the time allotted to them. It was questioned whether Bayley could beat Flair on her own, and shockingly enough, she did (albeit by holding the ropes while pinning her). They're clearly teasing more and more tension between Bayley and Sasha Banks by the week and I'm excited for their alliance to eventually implode. As I've said before, SummerSlam would the perfect place for that highly-anticipated clash to finally go down after all these years.
· Rhea Ripley vs. Io Shirai: I've been anticipating this encounter for a while, but much like Flair vs. Shirai a few weeks ago, this never had a chance to get out of first gear. It was a well-wrestled match, but at less than 10 minutes in length, it wasn't what it could have been. I'm putting this in the "Highlights" column largely because of how the non-finish set the stage for the upcoming Triple Threat between Flair, Ripley and Shirai at NXT TakeOver: In Your House.
· Kushida vs. Drake Maverick: From a storytelling standpoint, this was one of the better Interim NXT Cruiserweight Championship Tournament matches in recent memory. No one knows for sure what's going on with Maverick, but I'm glad he scored the win here and survived one more week. Next week's Triple Threat with Kushida, Maverick and Jake Atlas should be a blast.
This Week's Low Points
· Shad Gaspard passes away: The wrestling week was hit hard this week with several deaths, most notably former WWE Superstar Shad Gaspard. He was best known for his Cryme Tyme tag team with JTG years ago, but he's gone on to bigger and better things in recent years as an actor, screenplay writer, and most importantly as a husband and father. His passing was incredibly heartbreaking and the fact that he wanted lifeguards to save his son before his own tells you how much of a real-life hero he was. It's been touching to see so many people in the industry and beyond pay tribute to Shad and ensure he'll never be forgotten.
· Alexa Bliss and Nikki Cross vs. The IIconics: WWE's women's division is so depleted that I'm shocked they rushed into this title match. Granted, it ended on an absurd non-finish (why would Peyton Royce get disqualified for kicking too much ass?) and a rematch could take place at Backlash, but the accelerated booking was bizarre. Even more bizarre was Billie Kay slapping Royce backstage afterward. They quickly made up, but that may have been designed to plant the seeds for dissension between the two.
· Charlotte Flair vs. Ruby Riott: I'm officially sick of Flair as the NXT Women's Champion. It's played out and no one is benefiting whatsoever, including Riott. Believe it or not, the former Riott Squad member hasn't won a single match in over a year. She's super talented but has been positioned as a stepping stone for so long that it's hard to take her seriously. As for Flair, there is no reason at all for her to be appearing on all three brands at the moment. The more overexposed she is, the less fans are going to want to see of her.
· Nia Jax crashes Asuka's celebration: It looks like we're headed for an Asuka vs. Nia Jax feud and I honestly could not care less. They had some decent matches a few weeks ago, but Asuka is going to have go back to being a babyface in order for it to work. Jax has largely been dominant since returning to Raw and it makes sense for her to be back in the title picture, but her matches are rarely above average. The various segments with Jax, Asuka and Kairi Sane on Raw did nothing for me.
· Natalya loses again: The Submission match Natalya had with Shayna Baszler on Raw was fun while iit lasted, which is why I'm putting what happened afterward in the "Low Points" column as opposed to the matchup itself. Natalya has been around forever and has flipped back and forth between face and heel so many times that I'm not sure how anyone could possibly invested in her latest turn. The "sore loser" shtick is nothing new and doesn't create for compelling TV by any means. Despite not winning a televised match since October, she'll be taking part in a number one contender's Triple Threat for the Raw Women's Championship this coming Monday night against Flair and Jax. Obviously, she'll be taking the loss, but she shouldn't be a part of it in the first place.
· Braun Strowman vs. The Miz: I'm a big fan of Miz and John Morrison, but I have less than zero interest in seeing them challenge Strowman for the Universal Championship in a Handicap match at Backlash. I also don't understand how Strowman beating Miz decisively in a matter of minutes on SmackDown would make anyone want to see that matchup, either. It's obvious WWE is biding time before they get to Strowman vs. The Fiend at some point.
· Roderick Strong vs. Dexter Lumis: As a match, this was actually pretty good and Lumis had what was probably his most memorable showing to date. Booking-wise, however, it was strange for him to lose after pushed so hard in recent months. He'd be better off as a heel. As for the Velveteen Cole vs. Adam Cole rivalry continuing, I'd rather see Cole move on to other challengers.
