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General structure |edit]

In the structure shown at the top of the page, R represents a side chain specific to each
amino acid. The carbon atom next to the carboxyl group (which is therefore numbered 2
in the carbon chain starting from that functional group) is called the a—carbon. Amino
acids containing an amino group bonded directly to the alpha carbon are referred to as
alpha amino acids.!** These include amino acids such as proline which contain
secondary amines, which used to be often referred to as "imino acids".[3511361(37]

Isomerism [edit]

The alpha amino acids are the most common form found in nature, but only when
occurring in the L-isomer. The alpha carbon is a chiral carbon atom, with the exception of
glycine which has two indistinguishable hydrogen atoms on the alpha carbon.[38]
Therefore, all alpha amino acids but glycine can exist in either of two enantiomers, called
L or D amino acids, which are mirror images of each other (see also Chirality). While L-
amino acids represent all of the amino acids found in proteins during translation in the
ribosome, D-amino acids are found in some proteins produced by enzyme
posttranslational modifications after translation and translocation to the endoplasmic
reticulum, as in exotic sea-dwelling organisms such as cone snails.[3%! They are also
abundant components of the peptidoglycan cell walls of bacteria,[*°! and D-serine may
act as a neurotransmitter in the brain.l*!] D-amino acids are used in racemic
crystallography to create centrosymmetric crystals, which (depending on the protein) may
allow for easier and more robust protein structure determination.[42]
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