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Orbis Overview 
 

Orbis is a free-form retrieval system accessible within Nota Bene. It gives you instant access to thousands of pages of 

existing text -- research notes, lectures, random jottings, lab reports, interview transcripts, field notes, lists, paragraphs 

from previous papers and chapters of books. Orbis makes everything you've ever written in Nota Bene or imported 

from an outside source easily accessible. Thousands of documents can be searched simultaneously and the results 

will be  instantly displayed and available to you for reference or for inserting in an open document. 

 

Orbis is the ideal tool for managing a career's worth of notes, papers and general information. There are no practical 

limits to the amount of information that can be handled: up to 8,000 files in each of 1,000 folders can be searched 

simultaneously (a total limit of 8 million files!). Use Orbis to find old notes, to make new connections and to come up 

with new ideas. Your old notes and papers can become a valuable and easily searchable source of information for 

your continuing writing and research. 

 

The version of Orbis that comes with the Nota Bene Workstation allows you to search Nota Bene files and TXT files. 

An additional add-on module called Orbs+ expands the functionality of Orbis so that you can search PDF, RTF, DOC, 

DOCX and HTML files in addition to your Nota Bene files. 

 

A General Introduction to Textual Databases 

  

Orbis databases are textbases, which are quite distinct from traditional structured databases.  

 

Structured databases require that information entered into a database be stored in defined fields, each of which holds 

a specific type of information. Bibliographic databases (such as Ibidem) store author names, years of publication, 

publisher names, titles, and so on, with field tags to identify the type of information, so that it can be retrieved, sorted, 

and printed in certain ways. Textbases, by contrast, deal with the sort of unstructured information that one finds in 

academic papers, lecture notes, reading notes, correspondence and other textual files.  

 

To use Orbis, you do not need to do anything to prepare your files for use with Orbis. There is no data entry with 

Orbis, and no special formatting required. 

 

You need to know where the files that you want to search are located on your computer. By default, Nota Bene files 

are stored in your Nbwin\Document folder, but you can choose to save your files in any folder on your computer. Many 

people save all of their files in the Windows Documents folders. You can set up different folders and subfolders for 

different kinds of files (e.g., a research folder, a correspondence folder, etc.). Orbis can search any files anywhere on 

your computer, but you need to know where the files are so that you can tell Orbis which folders to search. 

 

Entries 

  

Orbis handles text in units called "entries." An entry is a unit of text that is separated by a defined break, such as a 

hard return or a hard page break. Paragraphs -- units of text separated by hard returns -- are the entry type used in 

most Orbis textbases. Advanced users may find that a different type of entry, such as sentences, pages (separated by 

hard page breaks) or whole files, is more suitable for some textbases. Advanced users can choose to add special 

markers to your files to manually define the beginning and end of each entry. For more information about entries, see 

Nota Bene Help (from within Nota Bene, press F1 to open Nota Bene Help). 

 

Keywords 

  

Orbis retrieves text based on the "keywords" that each entry contains. You do not need to worry about inserting 

keywords in your documents, because Orbis will treat all words as keywords (except for words on a user-modifiable 

omit list). There is no need for you to decide in advance which words will be searchable. You will be able to search for 

any word that was used in any file that is in your textbase (except words on the omit list) and Orbis will retrieve all 

entries that contain the target word (or words).    



Orbis Overview (continued) 
 

The needs of most users are fully met with no effort to define keywords, but advanced features are available to provide 

experienced users with additional control. For example, special non-printing keywords can be added to your docu-

ments, and synonym lists can automatically expand your search to include synonyms. 

 

Defining a Textbase 

  

Before using Orbis to search your files, a textbase must be created. A textbase is a defined set of files to be searched.  

In creating a textbase, you give the textbase a name and you tell the program which folders or files to search. For 

example, you could set up a textbase called "Research" and specify which folders contain your research files.  

The easiest way to create a textbase is to use the Basic Automatic Textbase setting. This is an easy way to start using 

Orbis if you have .NB files that are saved in your Windows Documents folders (and subfolders) and/or in your Nota 

Bene Documents folders (and subfolders). It automatically searches all NB files in these folders and it uses paragraphs 

as the unit of text to be searched and retrieved (the "entry type"). Other types of textbases give you more control over 

which files or folders to search and/or what entry type to choose. If you have Orbis+, other types of textbases allow you 

to include PDF, DOC, DOCX, RTF and PDF files. 

 

You can have more than one textbase, and the same files/folders can be in more than one textbase. The creation of a 

textbase establishes management and control files that make it possible to search your files, but it does not do any-

thing to change the files themselves. When you add files to folders that are included in your textbase, the new files will 

automatically be added to your textbase. When you create a textbase, it may take some time for the program to index 

all of the material that you want to search. But once the index is created, your searches will be virtually instantaneous. 

 

Searching a Textbase 

 

Once a textbase is created, it can be searched. When you search a textbase, you simultaneously search all of the files 

that are defined as being part of the textbase. You can search for one word, or you can construct elaborate search 

strings. Orbis will find every paragraph (or other defined entry type) that matches your search terms and present the 

results in a convenient table format. Click on one of the results in the table, and you will see the full paragraph in an 

adjacent window. The full paragraph can be expanded to see the context (paragraphs before and/or after the retrieved 

text in the original document), and retrieved text can be inserted in an open file. All of this is done without even opening 

the source file. Of course, if you want to open the source file, you can do so. Orbis can search many thousands of files 

and provide the results almost instantaneously. By the time you have typed in the term you are searching for, you will 

have the results! 

 

To introduce you to the basic features of Orbis, we have prepared a short tutorial. We recommend that you go through 

this tutorial to make the basics clear before you begin building your own textbases. More detailed instructions for using 

Orbis are available in NB Help. To open NB Help, open Nota Bene and press F1 or click Help, Nota Bene Help. 

 

Orbis Tutorial 1: Introduction 
 

Orbis is a powerful search engine capable of searching thousands, or even millions, of your files simultaneously and 

presenting you with retrieved text in a format that makes it easy for you to review and use retrieved text, often without 

even opening the source file.  

 

The first thing to consider is what files you want to search, where they are located on your computer, and what format 

they are in.  

 



Orbis Tutorial 1: Introduction (continued) 
 

Format of files:  To be searchable in the version of Orbis that comes with the program, files must be in .NB format (or 

in .TXT format). If you have purchased Orbis+, then you can also search PDF, DOC, DOCX, RTF, and HTML files. If you 

do not have Orbis+ but would like to search MS Word files, you can use NB’s Batch Conversion feature to convert your 

Word files to NB format. For instructions, open NB Help (from within Nota Bene, press F1 or click Help, Nota Bene Help), 

click the Index tab at the top left of the screen and look up Batch Conversion. 

 

Location of files:  Nota Bene files can be saved anywhere. Most people save their Nota Bene files in one of the first two 

locations, but Orbis can be used to search files in any of the following locations.   

 

1 The Windows Documents (or My Documents) folder or its subfolders. 

2 The Nota Bene Documents folder, usually c:\nbwin\document, or its subfolders. 

3 Other locations on your computer. For example, some people create their own folders on their hard drive. 

4 Other locations that are not on your computer, but can be accessed by your computer. For example, a networked 

computer or a file hosting service like Dropbox. 

 

Mac users may want to save files in the Documents folder shown in Finder’s Favorites. The actual disk location of these 
files is:  C:\users\YOU\My Documents 

Building a Textbase:  Before you can search your files, you must build a textbase. This is essentially telling the pro-

gram which files you want to search and where to find them. In the next exercise, we will build a textbase that can be 

used to search all of the files in your Windows Documents folder (and subfolders) and in your Nota Bene Document 

folder (and subfolders). 

 

 

Orbis Tutorial 2: Creating a Basic Textbase 
 

The easiest way to create a textbase is to use the Basic Automatic Textbase option. This option makes all the choices 

for you, so it is very easy to create the textbase. The Basic Automatic Textbase will create a textbase named “Nota Bene 

Files.” It includes all of the .NB files in your Windows Documents folder and subfolders, and in your Nota Bene Docu-

ment folder (usually C:\Nbwin\Document) and subfolders. This textbase uses paragraphs as the "entry" or basic unit of 

text that is searched and retrieved. This textbase will be automatically updated so that any files that are subsequently 

edited or added to these folders will be included. 

 

When you create a textbase, the program generates an index of every word in every document that is in the textbase. 

For a large textbase, the creation of this index may take several minutes, but once the index is created, your Orbis 

searches will be almost instantaneous, even for a very large textbase. Index and management files are created and 

saved in your Nbwin\Users\Default\Textbase folder (you can specify a different folder, but there is usually no need to do 

so). The process of creating a textbase does nothing to change the files that you have written and saved. The same files 

or folders can be included in more than one textbase.  

 

To create a Basic Automatic Textbase: 

 

1 From the main Nota Bene screen, press F4 to open Orbis (or click Tools, Orbis, or click to Orbis button at the top 

left of the screen). 

2  Click File, New Textbase or click the Create New button. The Create New Textbase dialog will display.  

3 Click Basic Automatic Textbase and then click Go. (See screen shot on next page.) 

4 A bar at the bottom or the screen will show the progress in creating the textbase. This may take several minutes (or 

even hours) for a large textbase. When the indexing is finished, the textbase is ready for you to use. 



Orbis Tutorial 2: Creating a Basic Textbase (continued) 
 

The Create New Textbase dialog with the Basic Automatic Textbase option selected is shown below.   

Orbis Tutorial 3: Searching a Textbase 
 

The Nota Bene Files textbase that you have just created indexes all of the files that are in your Windows Documents 

folder or your Nota Bene Document folder. This includes sample files that are in your nbwin\document\samples folder 

as well as any of your personal .NB files that are in those folders or their subfolders. This textbase can now be used to 

search the files in these folder. Simply enter your search terms in the Find box and press Enter or click the green Go/

Start Search button to the right of the Find box. The screen shot below shows a simple search for “citation.”  



Orbis Tutorial 3: Searching a Textbase (continued) 
 

As you can see, there are two main panels, the Search Results panel at the top and the Entry panel at the bottom. One 

line from each paragraph that has been found is shown in the Search Results panel and the full paragraph for the line 

that is selected is shown in the Entry panel. In this example, the second entry is selected in the Search Results panel 

( “the work from your bibliographic data base…”), and the full paragraph is shown in the Entry panel at the bottom of the 

screen. 

 

Try clicking on some of the other lines in the Search Results panel and you will see that the full paragraph for the 

selected entry is shown in the Entry panel. Notice the first three buttons after the Find box and the green Go/Start 

Search button. These buttons can be used to change the display in the Search Results panel so that you see one line of 

each entry with or without file names being displayed and with or without folders being displayed. In the example just 

given, both file names and folders are displayed. Try clicking on these buttons to see how the display can be changed. 

 

If you have any .NB files in your Windows Documents folder or your Nota Bene Document folder, you can use this 

textbase to retrieve text from those files. Try searching for a term that would be used in your own documents and see 

what you find. 

 

You can use the Search Results panel to look at each of the retrieved results. If you would like to insert results in an 

open file at the point of the cursor, click the Insert Entry Text button at the top right. Note that nothing that we have done 

so far involves opening the source file. Orbis makes it possible for you to search thousands of files and efficiently review 

the text that matches your search terms and even insert it into a document, all without needing to open the source files. 

Of course if you would like to open the source file, you can do so. Just click the Open File for Editing/Viewing button at 

the bottom left corner of the screen or press Ctrl+O. 

 

 

Orbis Tutorial 4: Advanced Automatic Textbase 
 

The Basic Automatic Textbase that you created in exercise 2 is a great way to start using Orbis, assuming that your files 

are saved in either the Windows Documents folder or the Nota Bene Document folder. But as you create more and 

more .NB files, you may find that your searches are retrieving text that is not relevant. For example, if you are working 

on an academic paper, you do not want your search results to include your notes about your vacation plans, or the 

review that you wrote on a local restaurant. You may want to create different textbases for different purposes — one 

textbase for your research, another for your hobby, and another for general personal files. Most people have different 

folders set up for different kinds of files. It is easy to create a textbase that searches some but not all of your folders. 

  

When you use the Advanced Automatic Textbase to create an Orbis textbase, you can specify which folders you wish to 

search. Like the Basic Automatic Textbase, the Advanced Automatic Textbase option uses paragraphs as the entry 

type.  

 

As an example of an Advanced Automatic Textbase, we are going to create a textbase called Chronology. This textbase 

will index 4 files that are in your Nbwin\Document\TutorialFiles folder. In subsequent exercises, we will use this textbase 

to demonstrate some more advanced searches.  

To create the Chronology textbase: 

1  Open Orbis and click File, New Textbase or click the Create New button. The Create New Textbase dialog will 

display.  

2 Click to select the Advanced Automatic Textbase option. 

3 Enter “Chronology” (without the quotes) as the name of the Textbase and then click Go.  

4 The Add/Remove Files dialog will open. This is the dialog that you use to select the files and/or folders that will be 

included in the textbase.      

      



Orbis Tutorial 4: Advanced Automatic Textbase (continued) 
 

5 Use the tree on the left side of the dialog to browse to the Nbwin folder, then to the Document folder, and then to the 

TutorialFiles folder. When the TutorialFiles folder is selected, the 4 files in that folder will display in the box at the 

bottom right corner of the dialog. 

6 To include these files and all files of the same file type in this textbase, review the selections at the top right of the 

dialog. To include all of the .NB files in the folder, click the first red NB icon. There are no subfolders in this case, but 

if there were, you could include subfolders by clicking the black + sign to the right of the red NB icon.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7 Click the Textbase View tab in the bottom left corner of the dialog to see the folder that is included in the textbase. 

We are only including one folder in this textbase. However, if you were creating a textbase that included more than 

one folder, you could add additional folders by selecting them in the System View tab and then checking the Text-

base View tab to make sure that all of the folders that you want are included.  

8 To complete the process of creating the textbase, click the Index button. The bar at the bottom of the screen will 

show the progress in completing the index.  

 

Orbis Tutorial 5: Orbis Gateway 
 

We have now created two textbases. The textbases can be opened from the File menu on the Orbis screen, or from the 

Orbis Gateway. Notice that the Statistics Tooltip gives information about the selected textbase, such as the number of 

files and the number of entries. The Orbis Gateway can be used to remove textbases as well as to open them. 



Orbis Tutorial 6: The Search Panel 
 

In exercise 3, we did a simple search of the Nota Bene Files textbase and we reviewed the two primary panels in the 

Orbis screen — the Search Results panel and the Entry panel. There are four additional panels that can be displayed 

and offer additional tools for working with your Orbis textbase — the Search Panel, the Query Tree Panel, the History 

Panel and the Source Panel. Tabs for these panels can be seen on the left and right edges of the Orbis screen. We will 

look at the Search Panel in this exercise, and the Query Tree Panel in the next exercise. Please make sure that your 

Chronology textbase is open for these exercises. 

 

The Search panel can float over the Search Results panel and the Entry panel, or it can be docked, i.e. fixed in place so 

that it does not hide the other two panels. In the example below it is docked. To view this panel, move your cursor over 

the Search tab on the left edge of the screen. To dock it, click the pushpin icon at the top right of the panel. This panel 

can provide you with an expanded Find box (useful for for long search strings), search operators, a vocabulary list and a 

search stack (a list of recent searches). Click the drop down arrow at the top right of this panel to display (check) or hide 

(uncheck) each of these options. In the example below, only the vocabulary list is displayed.  

The vocabulary list shown in the Search panel above is a list of all of the keywords in the textbase and the number of 

times those keywords occur. Every word is a keyword except for words on a user modifiable Omit list (frequently used 

words like a, about, and above are on the omit list). This keyword list can be used to enter a word in the Find box. If you 

start typing “ir” in the Find box, you will see IRELAND in the keyword list. This word occurs in 36 paragraphs in the 

textbase. Double-click on IRELAND to enter the term in the Find box and iniate the search. Note that searches in Orbis 

are not case sensitive. As you can see above, one line from each of the 36 paragraphs is shown in the Seach Results 

panel and the full paragraph for the selected search result (in this case the second result) is shown in the Entry panel. 

 

Try scrolling through the keyword list to see the words that are used in the files that are part of this textbase. You can 

then use the keyword list to enter the terms. 

 

The screen shots in this tutorial are small; however, as you are working with Orbis, you can do so with your Orbis screen 

maximized so that it takes up the full screen. In full screen mode, you will find that there is plenty of room to display an 

additional panel or two, or even all four additional panels. Try maximizing your screen and opening the different panels 

to see the options that are available to you.   



Orbis Tutorial 7: Search Strings 
 

In the previous examples, we have used only one word in the Find box. However, with Orbis, you can enter long search 

string using the following Boolean operators: and, or, not, xor, parentheses and wildcard (*). These searches are de-

scribed in more detail in Nota Bene Help (from the main Nota Bene screen, press F1 or click Help, Nota Bene Help). 

 

In the example below, the text entered in the Find box will retrieve every paragraph that contains either “Ireland” or “irish” 

and also any word that begins with “catholic” (e.g. catholic, catholics, Catholicism). Note that case does not matter, so 

text can be entered in either lower case or upper case or a combination. The Query Tree panel is displayed and docked 

in this example. It provides a diagram showing the words that are being searched and the number of paragraphs in the 

textbase that contain each of these words. You can see that “Ireland” occurs in 36 paragraph and “Irish” in 15. There are 

42 paragraphs that contain either (or both) of these words. “Catholic” or any word that begins with “catholic” occurs in 14 

paragraphs, and 7 paragraph have both “Catholic” (or a word beginning with “catholic”) and either “Ireland” or “Irish.” 

 

When you enter a search string, you can use the Search panel to select Boolean operators (and, or, not, etc.), or you 

can simply type them in. The program will not search for “and” or “or” or “not” but will instead interpret these words as 

Boolean operators that are part of a search string.   

Orbis can also be used to search for phrases. If you enter a phrase like “Irish Catholics” in the Find box (with or without 
the quotes), Orbis will find every paragraph that contains this phrase. Quotes do not need to be used to signify that two 
or more words are a phrase. However, if the phrase contains one or more of the Boolean operators (and, or, xor, not) 
then you do need to enclose the phrase in quotes. Otherwise, Orbis will treat “and” or “or” or “not” as a Boolean opera-
tor rather than as part of a phrase. 



Orbis Tutorial 8: Preparing Your Own Textbases 
 

In this tutorial, we just scratched the surface of the many possibilities that are available in Orbis. But you should now be 

prepared to create your own textbases and start using Orbis. As you begin to use Orbis, you will undoubtedly discover 

many new ways to use this powerful search and retrieval program. 

 

More detailed information and step-by-step instructions are available in Nota Bene Help. From within Nota Bene, press 

F1 or click Help, Nota Bene Help to open NB Help. You might also want to review the Orbis video tutorials. To view the 

videos, click Help, Instructional Videos, or go directly to www.notabene.com/videos.html. 

 

There are a few suggestions we would like to make at this point, which might help you as you are working with actual 

files. 

 

• Think about the purpose of your textbase before you begin. What will you be searching for and what files will you 

want to have included? You may want to have different textbases for different purposes, e.g., one for searching all of 

your research files, one for searching research files on a particular topic, one for personal files and correspondence, 

etc. You can have as many textbases as you want, and the same files can be indexed in more than one textbase. 

• It is a good idea to have a system in place for saving files in different folders. Think about what group of files you 

might want to search and make sure that they are saved in one or more folders. Make sure that files that you do not 

want to include in a textbase are not in the same folder as files that you do want to include. For example, you may 

not want your personal correspondence in the same folder as your research notes. Don’t worry about having too 

many folders. It is easy to set up a textbase to include multiple folders. 

• If you are planning to take reading notes that will be part of an Orbis textbase, you can use Ibidem to create a file for 

each book, article or other work on which you will be taking notes. These note-taking files can be dynamically linked 

to Ibidem and then can be automatically included in special Orbis textbase. To create a note-taking file that is linked 

to a record in your Ibidem database, go to Ibidem, find the record for the book or article (or create a new one), and 

click the multi-colored Record Link button. See the Ibidem tutorial for an example of this. 

• If you would like to use Orbis to search PDF, DOC, DOCX, RTF and/or HTML files in addition to NB files, you must 

purchase Orbis+. If you have already purchased Orbis+, your product key will give you access to this additional 

functionality and you will be able to index these file types as part of your textbase.  

• After you have gained some experience in using Orbis, you may find a need for more control over your searches. If 

so, the following tools are available: 

• Use synonyms to expand your search. For example, a synonym list for "+nature" might include woods, forest, 

stream, lake, mountain, etc. Then a search for "+nature" would find all of the entries that include either nature or 

one of the words that you have defined as a synonym. For more information, look up Synonyms in Nota Bene 

Help. (Press F1 to open NB Help, then click the Index tab to look up Synonyms.)   

• Use special keywords (# or @ keywords) to restrict your search. For example, you might want to add the special 

keyword "#nature" to paragraphs in your notes that contain important insights about nature. Then a search for 

"#nature" would find only the specially marked paragraphs and not every place where the word "nature" is used. 

For more information, look up Keywords in Nota Bene Help.   

• For an individual user, there is no practical limit the size of your textbase. Orbis can index up to 8,192 files in each of 

1,024 folders (a total of 8 million files). You will be notified if there are more than 8,192 files in one folder. 


